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Natural Areas of Cook County
    Morton Grove Prairie Nature Preserve
“The area is small, but it is representative of prairie on highly fertile black soil and contains rare and 
endangered plants… of a great diversity.” 
                                                                                                                                                Illinois Nature Preserves Commission
     In the center of a urban park, amidst the sprawling Chicago metropolis, exists a piece of Illinois’ primeval natural 
heritage known as Morton Grove Prairie. The prairie plants here reflect an unbroken habitat lineage dating back 
thousands of years; they are what people encountered when they first saw the Chicago region thousands of years 
ago. Ancient prairie survives in this urban nature preserve due to luck and perseverance. The perseverance is 
from the roots of prairie plants, extending 20–30 feet down in some species, giving them the strength to survive 
droughts, annual fires, and buffalo herds. But not even 20 feet of roots would have saved them from human 
settlement—that part was luck. The Great Depression halted plans to develop this prairie for housing, and it sat 
idle for decades until it was permanently protected. Morton Grove prairie is part of the remaining 0.01% of Illinois 
prairie. Virgin prairie is so rare that few residents of the “Prairie State” have ever seen one. This preserve offers a 
living example of that ancient natural history.
     Shooting star blossoms hum in mid-May with specialized pollinators, usually bumble bees or small solitary bees 
that vibrate their flight muscles until the pollen is released. This “buzz pollination” is the way some plants ensure 
that their pollen is going to the right kind of pollinator and not a thief. Other early blooming flowers like yellow star 
grass, wild hyacinth, toadflax, wild strawberry, and blue-eyed grass are also abundant, along with rarer species like 
Michigan lily, prairie Indian plantain, and smooth aster. The prairie’s great grasses grow right along the preserve’s 
trail—prairie dropseed, porcupine grass, prairie cord grass, Indian grass, blue joint grass, big and little bluestem. 
These were the dominant components of the once extensive tallgrass prairie ecosystem in the Midwest. This 
diminutive prairie packs 56 plant species into its 1.45 acres. From April through September, new flowers constantly 
come into bloom in the thousand-year-old display that continues unabated at Morton Grove Prairie.
The preserve is in Prairie View Park, whose entrance is 
north off of Dempster Rd., just east of Waukegan Rd. 
All photos by INHS staff.
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